Grassroots innovations (GI) are promising examples of deliberate transformation of sociotechnical systems towards resilience and sustainability. However, evidence is needed on the factors that limit or enable their success. This paper set out to study how GI use narratives to empower innovation in the face of incumbent socio-technical regimes. Institutional documents were comparatively analyzed to assess how the narratives influence the structure, form of action and external interactions of two Italian grassroots networks, Bilanci di Giustizia and Transition Network Italy. The paper finds an internal consistency between narratives and strategies for each of the two networks. The paper also highlights core similarities, but also significant differences in the ethical basis of the two narratives, and in the organizations and strategies. Such differences determine different forms of innovation empowerment and expose the niche to different potentials to transform incumbent regimes, or to the risk of being co-opted by them.
Introduction 1
There is a growing interest among researchers and policy-makers in transformational 2 social change as a way to address environmental change (e. examples, more critical views on GI have recently emerged. It has been argued that the 24 Development, 8(3) : [250] [251] [252] [253] [254] [255] [256] [257] [258] [259] [260] [261] [262] [263] [264] [265] [266] [267] [268] [269] . DOI: 10.1504 /IJISD.2014 . 066612 
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Mitchell, 1977; Etzioni, 1998) . These are translated into everyday practices that seek to 1 establish an alternative to consumer culture, including for example self-production of food, 2 recycling and reuse of goods, use of public transport, reduction of the use of an owned car, 3 time banks, reduction of work time, ethical finance and use of alternative currencies. 4 Voluntary simplicity is not a back-to-nature, subsistence life or ascetic movement, and 5 it does not equate with renouncing the advantages of science and technology, or regressing to 6 a primitive state, or becoming a self-righteous puritan (Alexander, 2011). Instead, voluntary 7 simplicity advocates the liberation from the desires induced by consumer culture and a re-8 appropriation of time and resources for personal development, convivial life, social relations 9 and, in general, a preference for quality over quantity. Thus, in its most complete form, 10 voluntary simplicity requires an holistic lifestyle restructuring, which strongly relates 11 personal (happiness, contentment, satisfaction), social/communitarian (community 12 engagement), humanitarian (world poverty) and ecological lifestyle dimensions (Elgin, 1981 ; 13 Doherty and Etzioni, 2003; Alexander, 2011) , and thereby goes far beyond the limited 14 adoption of single but inconsistent "green", "ethical" or "environmentally friendly" practices. 15 Voluntary simplicity is a highly diverse bottom-up or grassroots movement, which operates in 16 the absence of an official, centralised international organization. 17 
18
Voluntary simplicity in Italy: Bilanci di Giustizia 19 Arguably the most significant GI network of simple livers in Italy is the Bilanci di 20
Giustizia ("Budgets for Justice") campaign (BDG). BDG is a network of families committed 21 to change towards more ethical, sustainable and wellbeing enhancing lifestyles (Gaggioli and 22 Valer, 2011). The families are invited to fill monthly and yearly budgets (provided as 23 spreadsheets), in order to monitor and measure their own consumption in terms of justice, 24 sustainability and quality of life. These budgets are not compulsory, but represent the learning 25 10/35 tool through which families can set targets of lifestyle change or consumption reduction, thus 1 supporting the process of transition to a simpler lifestyle, and its consolidation over time. The 2 transition to a simpler lifestyle takes the form of consumption moved to ethical and 3 sustainable goods and services (qualitative), and of reduction of consumption (quantitative), 4 both of which entail the change of everyday practices towards innovative, convivial, foms of 5 self-production and social interaction. The data collected through the budgets also allow for a 6 comparison with national averages (e.g. as elaborated by the national statistical office), which 7 in turn provides a measure of the change achieved by the campaign (BDG, 2009). 8 BDG began in 1993 on the occasion of a conference titled "Quando l´economia 9 uccide, bisogna cambiare!" ("When the economy kills, one needs change!") and was 10 organised by a Catholic pacifist association called Beati i costruttori di pace (Gaggioli and 11 Valer, 2011). The conference not only denounced the inequality in the levels of resource 12 consumption and wellbeing in the global North and South, but also called for individual 13 responsibility and adoption of active roles in changing such unequal configurations through 14 ethical consumption and lifestyles (Gaggioli and Valer, 2011) . Ireland, who is also the movement's iconic figure (Hopkins, 2011) . The TM is a transnational 7 grassroots social movement that seeks to deal with climate change and shrinking supplies of 8 cheap energy ('peak oil'), which are identified as the "two toughest challenges facing 9
humankind at the start of this 21st century" (Brangwyn and Hopkins, 2008 , page 3), through 10 the promotion of an 'energy descent' (Brangwyn and Hopkins, 2008 ). More recently the 11 financial and economic crisis has been added to the concerns of the TM (Hopkins, 2011) . A major theme in the TM is that of re-localisation, which implies i) diversification of 22 local economies, ii) reduction of the dependency on unstable global markets and increasingly 23 more expensive transport, iii) willingness to take direct action, and to foster innovation 24 capacity without waiting for national or local political institutions or the business sector to 25 local transition initiative and make it thrive. They were recently re-elaborated in the " 5 12 ingredients" of transition, i.e. i) starting-out, ii) deepening, iii) connecting, iv) building, v) 13 daring to dream (Hopkins, 2011) . A growingly important part of the transition process is the 14 'inner transition' which couples personal change to external one. Communities can adapt 15 these steps to their specific case, and therefore they do not need to make up a compulsory list. 16 However, these 12 steps set a clear path of actions that communities should follow to develop 17 successful transition initiatives. 18
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The TM has also developed a rather formal organizational structure, the Transition 19 Network (www.transitionnetwork.org), made of local transition initiatives, regional and 20 national hubs, while the central point of reference is the Transition initiatives in Totnes. This 21 structure develops the grand narrative and respective documentation, and produces the above 22 mentioned guidelines, but also delivers training for transitioners, consultancy services, 23 facilitation of information exchange and learning among local initiatives. Importantly, the 24 network also established a system of branding, according to which communities that desire to 25 by an economic system that undermines its very physical and natural basis. By and large, this 8 is understood to be the result of the way in which economic actors, government and citizens 9
and consumers have interacted in economic and political arenas, producing and reinforcing 10 norms, technologies, institutions and practices that create high levels of material 11 consumption. Whether emphasising climate change and depletion of fossil fuels (TMI, see been noted how these traditions tend to overlook issues of power and justice (Pelling, 2011) . 25 
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Consistently, TMI takes an explicitly apolitical and non-confrontational stand that is 1 formalised in each official local initiative's founding charter (Brangwyn and Hopkins, 2008 developed a critique of the capitalist and neo-liberal regime, which explicitly includes intra-6 and intergenerational justice and is taken up in the BDG's narrative. 7 8
Actors 9
Networks of communities and households 10
Both BDG and TMI are organised as networks of households and communities 11 respectively. For both networks, information technologies are a key infrastructural support 12 and facilitate communication, exchange, and social learning. Interestingly, the geographical 13 distribution of the two networks is also similar, with nodes being more dense in northern and 14 central Italy, and more sparse in southern Italy (transitionitalia.wordpress.com/; 15 www.bilancidigiustizia.it/) 16 BDG has a strong focus on lifestyles that are primarily reproduced in the household. 17
Furthermore, the household is the level at which it is possible to work on the personal ethics 18 dimension that is so central in BDG, and is linked to the process of liberation from the desires 19 imposed by the consumer culture. Not surprisingly, therefore, it is in the household that 20 BDG's tool for monitoring and learning, i.e. the monthly budgets, are mostly used. The 21 collective dimension, being shaped by the local and national networks, as well as by the 22 cooperation with other actors of the alternative or sustainable lifestyle arena, plays an 23 important role in the BDG's internal learning and identification dynamics, but it is the 24 household that takes centre stage.
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TMI's narrative, instead, privileges the local communities as agents of change, being 1 it based on the challenge of resilience at local level. While TMI also place value on the 2 process of inner transition to accompany the collective process of change (Hopkins, 2011), 3 this is presented only as one component within a framework which locates the engine of 4 change within the community. Consequently, the TMI's narrative stresses the social 5 dimension of the learning process which, while coupled with individual change (inner 6 transition), is a driver of innovation in the communities and is pursued both online (e.g. 7 websites, blogs) and off-line (workshops). 8 9
Actions 10
Active citizenship 11
Both the BDG's and TMI's narratives are based on the idea that active citizenship, in 12 different forms, e.g. from activism to political participation or consumption choices, can and 13 should influence other actors, namely economic and political ones. The latter are perceived to 14 have largely set the values, rules and practices defining the current model of development, 15
and to be unable and unwilling to change quickly and deeply enough (Gesualdi, 2009; 16 Hopkins, 2011) . Thus in both narratives, a defining moment is marked by citizens actively 17 taking responsibility for transformation, which results in the creation of niches for the 18 experimentation of innovation. 19 
20
Exemplary grassroot innovation 21
Both BDG and TMI perceive themselves as positive examples, i.e. one which proves 22 that a system reconfiguration is possible, and is more successful in terms of meeting 23 environmental, social and economic objectives than current socio-technical regimes. The 24 narrative not only plays a role in the GI's morphogenesis, but the latter, widely narrated 25 the TMI, the annual reports reinforce the idea that alternative, innovative actions can be 10 successfully implemented, and illustrate how this can occur. 11
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The actions undertaken by both BDG and TMI also show similarities. First, both 12 BDG and TMI local initiatives tend to address the same key themes of food, energy, 13 transport, housing, health and the organization of time. The types of initiatives developed 14 within the two GI are also rather similar and include local currencies, self-or co-production 15 of goods or energy, exchange of goods (e.g. food) and services (e.g. hospitality) (Gaggioli 16 and TMI differ in that the latter pursues engagement with local authorities and businesses, which 24 is one of the 12 steps of transition (Brangwyn and Hopkins, 2008) . In order to facilitate such 25 Development, 8(3):250-269. DOI: 10.1504/IJISD.2014.066612 19/35 engagement, the Transition Initiatives Primer (Brangwyn and Hopkins, 2008) recommends 1 that the local transition initiatives take a recognised legal form, such as an unincorporated 2 association, or a charitable incorporated organization. The case of Monteveglio, the town 3 which is TMI's national hub, and whose council is strongly supportive and involved in the 4 transition initiatives, is often cited internationally as an example (Hopkins, 2011) . The fact 5 that TMI's narrative identifies communities as agents of change, is likely to favour building 6 institutional partnerships and collaborations at the local level. Firstly, community groups, 7 better than households, can play the role of official interlocutors of institutions. Secondly, by 8 stressing the role of the community in building resilience, TMI is more inclined to include all 9 the actors in the local context into the "collective design process" (Hopkins, 2011 : 45) of a 10 resilient community. 11
12
Formalization 13
While both networks maintain a light organization which guarantees their bottom-up 14 nature, TMI is overall more formalised than BDG. In particular, the national and the TN 15 international hubs retain a major role of coordination, training, production of communication 16 and information materials, and branding. This rather formalised set of norms and criteria 17 imposes a degree of management that is significantly higher than the one observed for BDG. 18 for the current and expected transition pathways the GI might undergo. 5 6
Empowering innovation 7
Both BDG and TMI are innovative niches that aim at empowering innovation to 8 "stretch and transform" (Smith and Raven, 2012) socio-technical regimes (e.g. food systems, 9 transport, energy production), i.e. to institutionalize new norms and practices that aim to 10 challenge and modify the regime, and to envision how actors can bring about transformations 11 of socially, environmentally, ethically undesirable world states (Franzosi, 1998) . They claim 12 to represent realistic alternatives to malfunctioning socio-technical regimes which are deemed 13 to fail due to their own impact on the natural and social environment. They also aim to create 14 the capability and foster the creativity for innovation through encouraging active participation 15 (e.g. in regular meetings, workshops, annual events), usually in local small-group settings. 16 Such spaces are in themselves locations for debate over the institutions that regulate socio-17 technical regimes and alternative to them (Smith and Raven, 2012) . 18 Both BDG and TMI use narratives as tools to mobilize resources (e.g. funding) and 19 collective action (e.g. participants, local initiatives), and to counter the narrative of other, 20 possibly more powerful actors in the regime which may frame resilience and sustainability in 21 different fashions (Smith and Raven, 2012) . 22
Thus, BDG and TMI take similar stands in the way they use narratives to create 23 positive expectations about the future and to make claims about present-day institutional 24 reforms. Regarding the former, it is apparent the use of narratives to make sense of world 25 states (e.g. resource use and sustainability, climate change, social wellbeing) and create an 1 identity reinforced by a new vocabulary (e.g. "peak oil"). This contributes to the creation of 2 meaning for individuals in their local communities (Ruggiero, 2000) . The narratives create 3 positive expectations and a visions about the future, for example envisioning a juster and 4 happier society, and identify the "possibility space" Smith and Raven, 5 2012 ). Interestingly, the possibility space is, for both BDG and TMI but more explicitly for 6 the latter, left undefined and open to the results of emergent innovative and creative processes 7
that cannot be managed in a conventional sense (Kemp and Martens, 2007) . A second difference between BDG and TMI with respect to their challenging socio-23 technical regimes relates to the way the two networks are structured. Both GI are network-24 based organization, with a global structure but local specificities, which is a common trait of 25 movements opposing neo-liberalism (e.g. Cumbers et al, 2008) . However, despite both being 1 grassroots movements that encourage creativity, diversity and innovation, TMI operates in a 2 more structured and formal manner than BDG, i.e. as a canonical rather than a shadow system 3 (Pelling, 2007) . As noted by Smith (2011) with reference to the British TM network, this 4 aspect has attracted some criticism for not being recognised by TM's members as sufficiently 5 manifesting an 'activist' nature, i.e. for constraining to some extent that very creativity. On 6 the other hand, the standardised organization favours the internal morphogenesis of the niche 7 in aspects such as the exchange of information within the network, the facilitation of more 8 effective learning processes through direct experience, the support of local nodes, the creation 9 of a stronger sense of belonging and identity (Feola and Nunes, 2014) . Importantly, internal 10 standardization and formalization make the TMI compatible with the rules of engagement 11 with, and therefore visible to, actors in the socio-technical regimes (e.g. local authorities, 12 local energy or food businesses) which the TMI aims to influence. 13 This leads to a third important difference between BDG and TMI, which relates to 14 their actions, i.e. the strategy the GI as niches adopt in interacting with economic and 15 institutional actors. While BDG seems to tend towards alternative, or shadow (Pelling, 2007 ) 16 systems of provision, often outside the formal economy, TMI couples this strategy with a 17 canonical explicit and structural attempt to engage with other actors in the community that 18 can help build local resilience. In other words, TMI seems more prone to combine bottom-up 19 and top-down measures, but more exposed than BDG to the paradox of pursuing radical 20 innovation while at the same time proposing itself as compatible with socio-technical regimes 21 in order to be able to influence them (see Smith, 2005) . These different strategies seem at 22 least partly linked to the weight attributed to justice within the TMI's narrative, and supported 23 by a specific type of organizational structure. As noted above, BDG's narrative seems to have 24 a lower degree of interpretive flexibility due to its hard core ethical dimension and its pursuit 25
